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Educational attainment 
levels in Europe in the 
1990s - some key figures 
Laurent Freysson 
Education levels are continuing to rise in all the countries of the European 
Union, and have been for some thirty years. According to the results of the 
European Union Labour Force Survey, over 71% of 25- to 29-year-olds have 
obtained an upper secondary education qualification compared to 48% of 50-
to 64-year-olds. 
However, in the 18 to 24 age group, one young person in five has left 
education with only the level of compulsory full-time education; the proportion 
is over one in four in Spain and Italy, and near to one in two in Portugal. 
Moreover, the number of higher education graduates continues to increase. At 
present, they represent over 20% of 25- to 64-year-olds in the European 
Union. This proportion varies from around 10% in Italy, Austria and Portugal 
to almost 30% in Sweden and Finland. 
Explained in part by a desire to guard themselves against socio-economic 
conditions which until now have been less than favourable to the employment 
of young people, and especially young people with the lowest qualifications, 
higher education remains an attractive option for many in that the 
unemployment rate for low or unskilled workers is often double (or even triple) 
that for higher education graduates. 
Young people: increasingly better qualified than the 
previous generation 
It is now well established that the general trend throughout the European Union 
towards remaining in education is' not a cyclical phenomenon. On the contrary, it is the 
result of a structural phenomenon which has led successive generations to attain 
higher levels of education and training than previous ones, as is shown by the 
percentage increase in people with upper secondary education qualifications 
calculated for various age groups (Table 1). 
Thus in 1999, only 47.9% of European citizens aged 50- to 64-years had completed 
upper secondary education, whereas among 25- to 29-year-olds, 71.4% had attained 
the same level. 
Although Greece, Spain, Italy, Ireland and Portugal had the lowest education levels 
(under 50% compared with a 60% average), these countries have seen the greatest 
increases, with over double the number of persons with upper secondary education 
qualifications among young people than in the older age groups. 
It seems therefore that the differences in education levels of the various Member 
States are gradually being reduced. 
Table 1: Percentage of persons with upper secondary education, by age group, 1999 in % 
25-29 vrs 
30-39 yrs 
40-49 yrs 
50-64 yrs 
25-64 yrs 
EU15 
71.4 
67.1 
60.6 
47.9 
59.9 
B 
77.5 
68.0 
56.2 
40.0 
57.4 
DK 
89.4 
82.6 
79.6 
73.3 
79.6 
D 
83.3 
84.1 
82.4 
73.5 
79.9 
EL 
74.4 
65.1 
51.1 
29.0 
49.9 
E 
58.3 
47.1 
32.9 
16.1 
34.9 
F 
77.7 
70.3 
59.6 
45.8 
60.9 
IRL1 
68.9 
59.9 
44.5 
31.9 
49.3 
I 
59.6 
51.9 
45.5 
26.1 
43.2 
L 
67.7 
68.1 
63.3 
51.6 
62.3 
NL 
75.6 
71.8 
64.3 
53.3 
64.7 
A 
85.0 
82.3 
74.1 
63.4 
74.8 
Ρ 
35.1 
23.6 
18.7 
12.4 
21.2 
FIN 
84.5 
85.5 
75.5 
52.7 
71.5 
S 
87.3 
85.3 
77.8 
66.2 
77.0 
UK2 
69.3 
65.1 
65.0 
56.0 
63.1 
(1) 1997 
(2) For this table, "O-levels" and "GCSEs" are regarded as lower secondary education qualifications 
Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey, 1999 
Educational attainment levels also continued to increase during the 1990s, as shown in Table 2. 
Table 2: Percentage of 25- to 64-year-olds with upper secondary education, 1992-99 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 
1996 
1997 
1998 
1999 
Β 
49.8 
50.8 
52.8 
54.5 
56.6 
57.8 
56.7 
57.4 
DK 
74.1 
81.5 
76.4 
79.5 
77.6 
78.6 
78.5 
79.6 
D 
79.9 
79.4 
81.9 
81.2 
78.5 
80.4 
-
79.9 
EL 
36.6 
39.1 
41.4 
42.6 
44.3 
45.7 
47.5 
49.9 
E 
23.2 
24.6 . 
26.5 
28.4 
31.0 
32.2 
33.1 
34.9 
F 
_ 
55.9 
57.5 
58.8 
58.8 
60.0 
59.9 
60.9 
IRL 
42.3 
44.5 
45.2 
47.3 
50.0 
49.3 
-
-
I 
33.0 
31.9 
33.9 
35.4 
36.9 
38.6 
41.5 
43.2 
L1 
34.7 
39.8 
47.4 
42.9 
45.4 
46.0 
-
62.3 
NL 
_ 
-
-
....-
63.1 
64.5 
64.4 
64.7 
A 
_ 
-
. 
68.9 
70.5 
73.1 
74.1 
74.8 
Ρ 
19.9 
20.0 
20.9 
21.9 
21.8 
22.0 
19.9 
21.2 
FIN 
_ 
-
-
66.8 
67.9 
69.6 
70.1 
71.5 
S 
_ 
-
-
74.4 
73.9 
74.7 
75.5 
77.0 
UK2 
49.3 
49.9 
51.7 
52.7 
52.5 
54.7 
-
63.1 
(1) Since 1999, new vocational qualifications at upper secondary level have been taken into account. 
(2) For this table, "O-levels" and "GCSEs" are regarded as lower secondary education qualifications 
Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Surveys, 1992-99 
However, over one fifth of young persons leave school on or before completion of 
compulsory education. 
Despite the fact that young people are increasingly better qualified, almost one in five leaves the education system, at 
best, on completing lower secondary education, which in most cases is the end of compulsory education. 
This proportion varies from 7% for all 18- to 24-year-olds in Sweden (the figure is around 10% in Finland, Denmark and 
Austria) to over 25% in Italy and Spain, and as much as 45% in Portugal. 
In general, the proportion of low-skilled young persons is higher among males, except in Germany and slightly higher in 
Austria. 
Table 3: Percentage of 18- to 24-year-olds not in education and low-skilled, 1999 
Total 
Men 
Women 
EU-15 
20,5 
22,6 
18,5 
Β 
15,2 
17,7 
12,7 
DK 
11,5 
14,2 
9,1 
D 
15,1 
14,4 
15,8 
EL 
17,8 
21,2 
14,8 
E 
28,9 
34,7 
23 
F 
14,7 
16 
13,5 
IRL' 
19,8 
23,7 
15,7 
I 
27,2 
30,3 
24,2 
L 
19,1 
18,9 
19,4 
NL 
16,3 
17,7 
14,9 
A1 
11,5 
9,7 
13,1 
Ρ 
45,5 
51,3 
39,6 
FIN 
10 
12,1 
7,9 
S 
7,3 
7,8 
6,9 
UK2 
19,7 
20,1 
19,3 
(1)1997 
(2) For this graph, "O-levels" and "GCSEs" are regarded as lower secondary education qualifications 
Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey, 1999 
Higher education graduates 
In the European Union, the proportion of higher education graduates is currently over 20% for 25- to 64-year-olds. The situation 
is far from uniform since the figures range from 10% in Italy, Portugal and Austria to almost 30% in Sweden and Finland. 
Despite the fact that in terms of attainment level, women are catching up on men, (or even sometimes overtaking them) 
the proportion of male higher education graduates is still higher throughout the EU and in most Member States. However 
in Belgium, Denmark, France, Portugal, Finland and Sweden, the scale is tipping in favour of women. 
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Table 4: Percentage of 25- to 64-year 
1999 
Total 
Men 
Women 
1996 
Total 
EU15 
20.5 
22.1 
18.8 
18.2 
Β 
26.7 
26.3 
27.1 
24.5 
DK 
26.5 
25.9 
27.1 
28.1 
olds with higher education qualifications, 1996-199S 
D 
23.0 
28.1 
17.7 
21.9 
EL 
16.8 
18.7 
15.1 
15.1 
E 
20.4 
21.5 
19.3 
17.6 
F 
20.9 
20.6 
21.2 
17.5 
IRL1 
22.2 
22.5 
22.0 
22.4 
I 
9.5 
9.8 
9.2 
8.2 
L 
18.3 
21.7 
15.0 
16.8 
NL 
22.6 
25.4 
19.8 
21.8 
A 
10.8 
11.6 
10.1 
8.2 
Ρ 
9.8 
8.3 
11.3 
11.0 
FIN 
31.3 
28.2 
34.4 
20.9 
S 
28.5 
27.1 
30.1 
26.5 
UK 
27.3 
29.0 
25.4 
22.4 
(1)1997 
Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Surveys, 1996-1999 
In general, higher education graduates are better equipped to guard against unemployment. Throughout the 1990s, the 
unemployment rate for unskilled or low-skilled workers in the European Union has remained roughly double that for the 
higher education graduates (Table 5). 
In reality, Greece is the only country where the unemployment rate is virtually identical for the two categories of 
education levels, and the situation in Italy and Spain approaches that of Greece. Moreover, in some countries such as 
Denmark, Portugal and Sweden, the disparities seem to be declining, whereas in Belgium, Germany, France, the 
Netherlands and Austria, the gap seems to be widening. With inadequate education and welfare systems or a labour 
market less suited to certain groups in society, the low or unskilled often have few chances when competing against 
graduates. 
Table 5: Ratio between the unemployment 
(ISCED 5-6) - 25-64 yrs, 1992-1999 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 
1996 
1997 
1998 
1999 
EU15 
2.2 
2,1 
2.1 
2,1 
2,1 
2,1 
1.8 
2,2 
B 
3.4 
3,2 
3.3 
3,6 
3,6 
3.7 
3.9 
3,9 
DK 
2,8 
2,8 
2.4 
2,1 
2.6 
2,3 
2.1 
2,3 
D 
2.4 
2,7 
2,7 
2,8 
2.7 
2,9 
3.1 
rate of low-skilled workers (ISCED 0-2) and that of higher education graduates 
EL 
..12... 
1,0 
1J 
1,1 
,. 1,1 
1,1 
1.2 
L2 
E 
1.6 
1,5 
1.5 
1,4 
1.4 
1,4 
1.4 
1.3 
F 
_ 
2,1 
2.2 
2,1 
2,3 
2,3 
2.2 
2.5 
IRL 
4.4 
3,8 
3.8 
3,8 
4.0 
4,1 
-
I 
1.5 
1,7 
1.5 
1,3 
1.6 
1,5 
1.5 
1.5 
L 
_ 
_ 
1.6 
. 
_ 
_ 
_ 
-
NL 
_ 
_ 
_ 
_ 
2.0 
2,2 
2.9 
2.9 
A 
_ 
_ 
_ 
2.6 
2.8 
2,7 
3.9 
_ ± 3 
Ρ 
_ 
2,6 
2,6 
1,9 
2.0 
2,7 
1.7 
1.7 
FIN 
-
_ 
„ 
2,4 
2.4 
2,9 
2.3 
2,8 
S 
_ 
_ 
-
2,6 
2.4 
3,0 
2.4 
2.5 
UK2 
3.0 
2.5 
2.7 
2.5 
2.6 
2.6 
_ 
2.6 
Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Surveys, 1992-1999 
> ESSENTIAL INFORMATION - METHODOLOGICAL NOTES 
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Education level attained as calculated from the Community Labour Force Survey: 
The data presented in this study are taken from the results of the Eurostat Labour Force Surveys. These surveys contain data collected 
annually in face-to-face interviews from a sample of households, and focus mainly on employment and other related issues. 
The list of headings presented in this survey includes a variable, "highest attainment level in education and training", coded in accordance 
with the International Standard Classification of Education, 1997. 
The expression "attainment level" implies the award of a certificate or qualification, where such practice exists. If there is no certification, the 
successful completion of education or training must correspond to the full participation in the particular programme. 
To establish the highest level, both general education and also any vocational training which the individual may have followed should be 
taken into account. 
People who have not completed certain studies must be registered in accordance with the highest level previously attained and may not be 
coded by a blank space. 
See also the following publications: 
Key data on education in Europe 1999-2000 - European Commission 2000 
Labour Force Survey - Methods and definitions - Series 1998 
Youth in the European Union: From education to working life-1997 
eurostat 7/2001 — Theme 3 — Statistics in focus 
Further information: 
> Databases 
New Cronos, Domain: Theme3/lfs 
To obtain information or to order publications, databases and special sets of data, please contact the Data Shop network: 
BELGIQUEJBELGIË 
Eurostat D i t i Shop 
Bruxelles/Brussel 
Pianistit Belgique 
Rue du Commerce 124 
Handelsstraat 124 
Β-1000 BRUXELLES / BRUSSEL 
Tel (32-2] 234 67 50 
Fax (32-2) 234 67 S, 
E-mail: öalasncp@p,amtal tw 
D A N M A R K D E U T S C H L A N D ESPANA FRANCE ITALIA - Roma 
DANMARKS STATISTIK 
Bibliotek og Information 
Eurostat Data Shop 
Sejrogade 11 
DK-2100 KØBENHAVN 0 
Ttf. (45)3917 30 30 
Fax (45) 3917 30 03 
E-mail: bib@dsldk 
STATISTISCHES BUNDESAMT 
Eurostat Data Shop Berlin 
Otto-Braun-Straße 70-72 
(Eingang: Kari-Marx-Allee) 
D-10178 BERLIN 
Tel. (49) 1888 644 94 27/28 
Fax (49) 1888-644 94 30 
E-Mail: datashop@statistik-bund.de 
INE Eurostat Data Shop 
Paseo de la Castellana, 163 
Oficina 009 
Entrada por Estèbanez Calderón 
E-28046 MADRID 
Tel. (34) 91 583 91 67 
Fax (34) 91 579 71 20 
E-mail: datashop.eurostat@ine.es 
INSEE Info Service 
Eurostat Data Shop 
195. rue de Bercy 
Tour Gamma A 
F-75582 PARIS CEDEX 12 
Tél. (33)1 5317 88 44 
Fax (33) 153 17 88 22 
E-mail: datashop@insee.fr 
ISTAT 
Centro di Informazione Statistica 
Sede di Roma, Eurostat Data Shop 
Via Cesare Balbo, 11a 
1-00184 ROMA 
Tel. (39) 06 46 73 31 02/06 
Fax (39) 06 46 73 31 01/07 
E-mail: dipdiff@islat.it 
ITALIA - Milano LUXEMBOURG NEDERLAND NORGE PORTUGAL SCHWEIZ/SUISSE/SVIZZERA 
ISTAT 
Ufficio Regionale per la Lombardia 
Eurostat Data Shop 
Via Fieno 3 
1-20123 MILANO 
Tel. (39) 02 80 61 32 460 
Fax (39) 02 80 61 32 304 
E-mail: mileuro@tin.it 
Eurostat Data Shop Luxembourg 
BP453 
L-2014 LUXEMBOURG 
4. rue Alphonse Weicker 
L-2721 LUXEMBOURG 
Tél. (352) 43 35-2251 
Fax (352) 43 35-22221 
E-mail: dslux@eurostat.datashop.lu 
STATISTICS NETHERLANDS 
Eurostat Data Shop-Voorburg 
Postbus 4000 
2270 JM VOORBURG 
Nederland 
Tel. (31-70) 337 49 00 
Fax (31-70) 337 59 84 
E-mail: datashop@cbs.nl 
Statistics Norway 
Library and Information Centre 
Eurostat Data Shop 
Kongens gate 6 
Boks 8131 Dep. 
N-0033OSLO 
Te, (47)2 ,09 46 42/43 
Fax ¡47) 2 ! 00 45 04 
E-mail: Datastiop@síb.no 
Eurostat Data Shop Lisboa 
INE/Servico de Difusão 
Av. António José de Almeida, 2 
P-1000-043 LISBOA 
Tel.(351)21842 6100 
Fax (351) 21 842 63 64 
E-mail: data.shop@ine.pt 
Statistisches Amt des Kantons 
Zürich, Eurostat Data Shop 
Bleicherweg 5 
CH-8090 Zürich 
Tel. (41-1)2251212 
Fax (41-1) 225 12 99 
E-mail: datashop@statisrjk.zh.ch 
Internel: http://www.zh.cn/statistik 
SUOMI /F INLAND SVERIGE UNITED K INGDOM UNITED KINGDOM UNITED S T A T E S OF AMERICA 
STATISTICS FINLAND 
Eurostat Data Shop Helsinki 
Tilastokinasto 
PL 26 
FIN-00022 Tilastokeskus 
Tyõpajakatu 13 B. 2 Karos. Helsinki 
Ρ (358-9)17 34 22 21 
F. (358-9) 17 34 22 79 
Sähköposti 
datashop D'lastokeskus@täas!okeskus lì 
Internat 
httpJ/ivww tilastokeskus fi/tk/kk/datashop himl 
STATISTICS SWEDEN 
Information service 
Eurostat Data Shop 
Karlavagen 100 -Box 24 300 
S-104 51 STOCKHOLM 
Tfn (46-8) 50 69 48 01 
Fax (46-8) 50 69 48 99 
E-post infoservice@scb.se 
Internet http://www.scb.se/info/datasho 
p/eudatashop.asp 
Eurostat Data Shop 
Enquiries & advice and 
publications 
Office for National Statistics 
Customers S Electronic Services Unit 
1 Drummond Gate -B1/05 
LONDON SW1V2QQ 
United Kingdom 
Tel (44-20) 75 33 56 76 
Fax (44-1633) 81 27 62 
E-mail: euroslat oalashcp@ons gov uk 
Eurostat Data Shop 
Electronic Data Extractions, 
Enquiries & advice · R.CADE 
1L Mountjoy Research Centre 
University of Durham 
DURHAM DH1 3SW 
United Kingdom 
Tel (44-191) 374 73 SO 
Fax:(44-1S!)334 49 7 l 
E-mail. r -cadeQgjac uk 
InlameL Imp //www-cade dur.ac.uk 
HAVER ANALYTICS 
Eurostat Data Shop 
60 East 42nd Street 
Suite 3310 
NEW YORK. NY 10165 
USA 
Tel. (1-212) 986 93 00 
Fax (1-212) 986 69 81 
E-mail: eurodata@haver.com 
Media Support Eurostat (for professional journalists only): 
Bech Bullding Office A3/48 · L-2920 Luxembourg · Tel. (352) 4301 33408 · Fax (352) 4301 32649 · e-mail: eurostat-mediasupportj@cec.eu.int 
For information on methodology 
Laurent Freysson, Eurostat/E3, L-2920 Luxembourg, Tel. (352) 4301 32888, Fax (352) 4301 35399, 
E-mail: laurent.freysson@cec.eu.int 
ORIGINAL: French 
Please visit our web site at www.europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/ for further information! 
A list of worldwide sales outlets is available at the Office for Official Publications of the European Communities. 
2 rue Mercier - L-2985 Luxembourg 
Tel. (352) 2929 42118 Fax (352) 2929 42709 
Internet Address http:/ieur-op .eu.int/fr/generalis-ad.htm 
e-mail: ¡nfo.info@cec.eu.int 
BELGIQUE/BELGE - DANMARK - DEUTSCHLAND - GREECE/ELLADA - ESPAÑA - FRANCE - IRELAND - ITALIA - LUXEMBOURG - NEDERLAND - ÖSTERREICH 
PORTUGAL - SUOMI/FINLAND - SVERIGE - UNITED KINGDOM - ISLAND - NORGE - SCHWEIZ/SUISSE/SVIZ2ERA - BALGARIJA - CESKA REPUBLIKA - CYPRUS 
EESTI - HRVATSKA - MAGYARORSZAG - MALTA - POLSKA - ROMANIA - RUSSIA - SLOVAKIA - SLOVENIA - TÜRKIYE - AUSTRALIA - CANADA - EGYPT - INDIA 
ISRAEL - JAPAN - MALAYSIA - PHILIPPINES - SOUTH KOREA - THAILAND - UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
Order form 
I would like to subscribe to Statistics in focus (from 1.1.2001 to 31.12.2001): 
(for the Data Shop and sales office addresses see above) 
D Formula 1 : All 9 themes (approximately 140 issues) 
□ Paper: EUR 360 
Language required: □ DE D EN □ FR 
□ Formula 2: One or more of the following seven themes: 
□ Theme 1 'General statistics' 
D Paper: EUR 42 
□ Theme 2 'Economy and finance' 
□ Theme 3 'Population and social conditions' 
□ Theme 4 'Industry, trade and services 
□ Theme 5 'Agriculture and fisheries' 
□ Theme 6 'External trade' 
□ Theme 8 'Environment and energy 
□ Paper: EUR 84 
Language required: Π DE Π EN □ FR 
Statistics in focus can be downloaded (pdf file) free of charge from the Eurostat web site. 
You only need to register. For other solutions, contact your Data Shop. 
Please send me a free copy of 'Eurostat mini-guide' (catalogue 
containing a selection of Eurostat products and services) 
Language required: Π DE Π EN □ FR 
I would like a free subscription to 'Statistical References', the information 
letter on Eurostat products and services 
Language required: □ DE Π EN □ FR 
□ Ms □ Mr Π Mrs 
(Please use block capitals) 
Surname: 
Company: 
Function: 
Address: 
Post code: 
Country: 
Tel.: 
E-mail: 
Forename: 
Department: 
Town: 
Fax: 
Payment on receipt of invoice, preferably by: 
Π Bank transfer 
Π Visa Π Eurocard 
Card No: Expires on: / 
Please confirm your intra-Community VAT number: 
If no number is entered, VAT will be automatically applied. Subsequent 
reimbursement will not be possible. 
